Deconstructing resistance to organizational change -A social representation theory approach.
Deconstructing resistance to organizational changea social representation theory approach Introduction
Dealing with resistance is a key feature of organizational change management. Resistance to change is a complex issue, however. Resistance to change and acceptance of change can be both rational and irrational (Wegener et al., 2004) . In order to understand this complexity, several studies (e.g. Magala, 2009, Smircich and Morgan, 1982) have highlighted the importance of the notion that instead of managing change, we have to manage meaning. Consequently, in order to understand why some actors resist change whereas others accept it, we must understand how actors create meaning. Also, several authors have argued that the creation of meaning in the context of resistance to or acceptance of change have to be understood from a social psychological standpoint (Ford et al., 2002 , Macrì et al., 2002 , Piderit, 2000 . Thus, it is important to take the individual elements and the social context into consideration as well as the interplay between (individual) cognition and the social setting. In spite of this, most research on resistance to change has neglected an important stream of research in social psychology -the theory of social representations (SRT). This theory was developed by Serge Moscovici in his study of psychoanalysis in 1961 (Moscovici, 2008) . Since then, SRT has received a great deal of attention in various research disciplines and it has become an important field in social psychology research in several (mainly non-English-speaking) countries. According to Wagner et al. (1999, p. 96 ) "a social representation is the ensemble of thoughts and feelings being expressed in verbal and overt behavior of actors which constitutes an object for a social group". Thus, SRT has a constructionist approach in the sense that the subject and the object are not regarded as being independent constructs (Abric, 2001 , Moscovici, 1988 .
Although some studies in organizational theory have applied SRT frameworks (e.g. Kemp et al., 2010) and other studies have used SRT in order to analyze other types of resistance, for example resistance to the implementation of new information systems (Gal and Berente, 2008) , no studies have used SRT at a more general level to explain resistance to organizational change. Although SRT has several similarities with other theories aiming to understand and explain how individuals and/or groups create meaning, SRT has some unique characteristics that make it a highly useful theory for understanding attitudes to organizational change. Sense-making, for example, generally focuses on the process of making sense of, often, abstract concepts or the communication process per se (Weick et al., 2005) . SRT, however, deals with representations of usually well-defined objects and how these objects are represented by individuals in a social context in a complex and dynamic interplay. These objects do not necessarily have to be complex or abstract (at least not from a positivistic point of view) and social representations of, for example, specific diseases (Foster, 2001 , Goodwin et al., 2003 and food (Huotilainen et al., 2006) have been examined in SRT studies. SRT also differs from representations in psychological research in the sense that the representations are imagined across minds instead of within minds (Wagner et al., 1999) .
According to Billig (1988, p. 2) , SRT also differs from many other social psychology approaches "…in the sense that the emphasis will be shifted from laboratory studies, which seek to isolate variables in the abstract, towards being a social science, which examines socially shared beliefs, or social representations, in their actual social context". The theory also allows an analysis of micro-level issues regarding the representations of different objects (Dulipovici, 2009 ). Thus, SRT can help us to untangle the complexity of resistance by deconstructing the elements of resistance, thereby enabling us to pinpoint key factors that can influence the choice of whether or not to resist change.
The purpose of this paper is to illustrate how SRT can be used to understand the concept of resistance to organizational change. We will achieve this by reviewing and integrating literature on resistance to organizational change and SRT, and by deconstructing the construct of resistance from a social representation standpoint. The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Firstly, we describe SRT and define some key concepts. Thereafter, SRT and resistance to organizational change are discussed in three sections based on some key SRT concepts: object, alter, and ego. Finally, we consider and discuss the conclusions of the paper. Moscovici (1963, p. 251) stated that a "social representation is defined as the elaborating of a social object by the community for the purpose of behaving and communicating". This is a common definition of a social representation, and in several SRT contributions -particularly the early ones -the social context was broadly defined by, for example, society, the community, or the public. However, in more contemporary contributions on SRT, the social context often constitutes smaller social entities, for example folk high school participants (Andersén, 2010) , groups within an organization (Gal and Berente, 2008) , or ethnic groups (Philogéne, 2001) . When analyzing resistance to organizational change it is, of course, necessary to delimit the social entity to social groups within the organization. Thus, although a social representation can be defined in different ways (Howarth, 2006) , the previously described definition of a social representation seems appropriate when analyzing social representations in an organizational setting, i.e. "a social representation is the ensemble of thoughts and feelings being expressed in verbal and overt behavior of actors which constitutes an object for a social group" (Wagner et al., 1999, p. 96) . The interplay between the object (that is represented), the ego (the subject that is doing the representing), and the alter (the social context of the representation) constitutes basis of SRT and these three elements generate the social representation (Wagner et al., 1999) . A social representation is therefore often illustrated as a triangle labeled as the ego-alter-object (representation) triad (Markova, 2000) .
Social representation theory -definition and key concepts
An important feature of SRT that differentiates it from (especially) the American and the British view of social psychology is the integrated approach to the three key concepts (i.e. object, ego, and alter). Thus, objects are regarded as being socially constructed (Voelklein and Howarth, 2005) . Markova (2000, p. 435) refers to this as a dialogical co-constructionist approach, in contrast to the "fundamentalist EgoObject dyad". Thus, the concept of social representations also differs from Durkheim's distinction between individual and collective representations in the sense that from an SRT standpoint it is impossible to construct (or represent) an object without taking both the alter and the ego into consideration (Moscovici, 1988) . Consequently, according to SRT, "meaning is not an individual or private affair, but always implies the 'other', concrete or imagined. While individually cognized, in form, function and content, the presence of the 'other' is always implicated based on past social experience" (Bauer and Gaskell, 1999, p. 170) . Also, social representations are not static and the object is socially constructed through ongoing communication with others (Lahlou, 2001 ).
In order to understand how social objects are developed, two concepts are frequently used: anchoring and objectification. These concepts are used to understand how new social representations are developed. When faced with a new object, the first step is a process of anchoring whereby the new object is contextualized and understood based on previous representations (Moscovici, 1984 , Wagner et al., 1999 . Thus, "all representations arise from our need to turn the strange into something familiar" (Moscovici, 1988, p. 234) . Objectification is the process of generating the actual social representation of the object where the object becomes (more) tangible and less unknown (Bauer and Gaskell, 1999) . Gal and Berente (2008) use the terror attacks on September 11, 2001 to illustrate these concepts. During the anchoring process, the attacks were discussed and understood in the context of previous terror attacks. Later, however, they were objectified into an object in their own right by being labeled "9/11".
As with all objects, the social representations of this object can, however, differ significantly between different social groups. Thus, anchoring is more about stability in the sense that we use our existing representations to understand and make sense of new phenomena, whereas objectification is oriented towards change and the introduction of new concepts (Markova, 2000) .
We will now turn our attention to how SRT can be used to understand and deconstruct resistance to organizational change. We will discuss this issue based on three key concepts in SRT: the object, the alter, and the ego(s).
The object
The first question we have to answer in order to develop an SRT-based framework for understanding resistance to change is to identify the object or the objects that govern the attitude to change. It is, of course, possible to regard the somewhat abstract concept of change as the object, and much research on resistance to organizational change has focused on the perceived outcome of the change. See, for example, the seminal contributions by Piderit (2000) and Ford et al. (2008) ; although both contributions criticize the contemporary discourse on research on resistance, they do not discuss sense-making of factors other than the perceived outcome of the change (at least not to any great extent). Other studies have concentrated on how groups and/or individuals create meaning of the change process (e.g. Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991) . However, according to SRT, representations of the objects are the core of the theory and these are used "…for the purpose of behaving and communicating" (Moscovici, 1963, p. 251 ). Thus, when using an SRT approach, it makes sense to deconstruct the concept of resistance in order to identify the social objects that can be regarded as antecedents to resistance. This will allow an analysis of specific objects and the interrelationships between the objects that are most likely to affect the attitude to change. Consequently, we have identified three main objects that are most likely to have an influence on whether or not resistance will occur: the pre-change situation, the change process, and the perceived post-change situation. These three objects govern the attitude to organizational change and are highly interrelated, as illustrated in figure 1.
Insert Figure 1 here
The social representation of the current situation, which we refer to as the pre-change situation, is of course highly relevant. First and foremost, the perception or representation of the pre-change situation will have a strong influence on the attitude to change. As pointed out in several studies (e.g. Armenakis et al., 1993 , Kotter and Schlesinger, 1979 , Spector, 1989 , if the members of an organization are satisfied with the current situation, they are obviously more likely to reject proposals for change. Also, irrespective of whether or not these members are highly satisfied with the current conditions, it can be emotionally difficult to abandon old routines and practices (Wolfram Cox, 1997) . However, from an SRT standpoint, the representation of the pre-change conditions has additional implications. The perceived post-change situation is a new condition and one that, in most cases, has not been represented previously. This novel situation is likely to be understood and anchored based on the representation of the current situation. Thus, the representation of the post-change situation will not only be related and compared to the pre-change situation, but the post-change situation will, at least initially, be anchored in the social representation of the pre-change situation. For example, let us assume that an organization is to change the quality management system by implementing a total quality management (TQM) philosophy (Hackman and Wageman, 1995, Powell, 1995) . The perceived post-change situation of the implemented philosophy will not only be compared and related to the current quality management practices. Instead, due to the constructionist nature of SRT, the entire representation of the perceived implemented TQM system (i.e. the object) will be based on the current practices. Thus, how the new object is represented and perceived is highly influenced by and anchored in the existing representations (Markova, 2000 , Moscovici, 1984 , Wagner et al., 1999 .
In addition to the two objects post-change situation and pre-change situation, the change process itself will influence whether or not resistance will occur. Much contemporary research on organizational change has highlighted that change rather than stability is natural for many organizations (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002) by, for example, using concepts such as "continuous change" (Brown and Eisenhardt, 1997) or by arguing for the use of the concept "organizing" instead of "organization" (Whittington, 2003) .
However, continuous change, especially what Weick and Quinn (1999) refers to as episodic change, can be a problem for organizations -and most organizations are unable to implement significant new changes on a continuous basis (Rumelt, 1995) . For example, in resource-based theory, several authors have argued about the importance of stability and longevity for the development of sustainable competitive advantages (Andersén, 2011 , Barney, 1991 and evolutionary theory has illustrated the importance of stability and incremental changes (Nelson and Winter, 1982) . Thus, the process of change can be complex and it often demands time and effort from the members of an organization, which is not always appreciated. Consequently, if an organization has undergone several episodic changes, resistance is likely to occur despite the fact that there are positive representations of the post-change situation and negative representations of the pre-change situation.
To summarize our discussion concerning the objects, we can conclude that the three objects identified are highly interrelated. The representation of the post-change situation is highly influenced by the prechange situation due to the process of anchoring. Also, the representation of process of change itself is likely to be a source of resistance. The relevant question now is how these objects are socially represented; thus, we have to examine the social contexts within an organization.
The alter
The "alter", i.e. the social entity that co-constructs the representation with the individual is, of course, crucial in order to understand how representations comes about. The social setting can be defined in different ways: for example, the nation, the community, the other person, or the group (Markova, 2000) . When analyzing organizational change, it makes most sense to define the social entity as groups of individuals within the organization. It is important to be aware of the fact that individuals generally have several social representations of the same object (Bauer and Gaskell, 1999 ). This will be discussed at greater length in the next section. However, this also has relevance for defining the social entity because we must probably identify several social groups in order to understand resistance to change.
Based on the study conducted by Bauer and Gaskell (1999) , Gal and Berente (2008) argue that social groups can be identified by their functional role; for example, units or departments within the organization. However, it is more important to analyze natural groups, i.e. groups "characterized by a common socio-historical project that brings group members together through shared experiences, activities, and interests" (Gal and Berente, 2008, p. 146) . Thus, formal groups can often be synonymous with informal groups and can, at least, give a hint of where to begin the identification of social entities.
However, it is the natural groups that have to be the object of analysis when examining the alter aspect of the ego-alter-object triad (Markova, 2000) .
As discussed in the object section of the article, when facing organizational change, members of an organization will create meaning of the post-change situation by mainly anchoring the perceived postchange situation in the social representations of the current situation (for example, if a firm intends to implement a TQM system, the perceptions of existing quality management practices are likely to influence the attitude to TQM). However, social representations are dynamic; new communication about the proposed change will occur and this will, of course, influence the different representations (i.e. mainly the representation of the pre-change and post-change situations and the change process as previously discussed) and therefore the attitude to the proposed change. By using the lens of SRT, we have a useful tool that can help us to understand and contextualize much previous research on resistance to change from a solid social psychology point of view. For example, Ford et al. (2002) suggest a more constructionist approach for understanding of resistance to change by analyzing the background conversations in organizations. Cynical and resigned background conversations are, for example, likely to generate a climate of resistance within an organization. However, the concept of background conversations is used at an overall organizational level (and not on different groups within the organization). It also tends to neglect the relationship between this conversation and individual cognition, and SRT can be used to untangle these issues.
In order to understand resistance from a managerial point of view, it makes sense to discuss how the social entity (the alter) can be affected. Several studies on organizational change have argued for the involvement of agents of change in the change process (e.g. Balogun, 2006 , Dutton et al., 2001 . Thus, in order to facilitate the process of change, managers and other advocates of change are recommended to communicate and interact with recipients of change and to be present in the daily work (Balogun, 2006) .
Using SRT terminology, in communicating with recipients of change, agents of change (i.e. those who advocates change) will be part of a social entity and co-construct social representations with other actors within the organization. Whereas most other studies have argued for the importance of having agents of change interacting with recipients of change in order to facilitate change processes, this notion has even more implications when using an SRT approach. When adopting a constructionist approach, the alter cannot be regarded as an isolated entity that is not influenced by other actors. Thus, when advocates of change are interacting in social contexts, their representation of the objects (mainly the pre-change and post-change situations and the change process) will be co-constructed with other actors. This viewpoint differs from the sense-making approach exemplified by this quotation from Balogun (2006, p. 47 ) on how to make senior managers more involved in order for them to give sense in change processes : "To achieve this, change leaders need to be present -either personally or through other change ambassadors -with the change recipients, as orchestrators and facilitators of change". Thus, in contrast to SRT, advocates of change will be regarded here as being sense-givers (Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991) that will not themselves be influenced when interacting with other actors. According to SRT, the object(s) will be co-represented together when change agents and change recipients interact, and in this situation all parties can learn from each other and construct joint social representations. This notion supports the viewpoint expressed by, for example, Ford et al. (2008) and Piderit (2000) of a more balanced approach to change in which resistance does not have to be regarded as dysfunctional, or change agents as carriers of the ultimate truth. Thus, from an SRT standpoint and using sense-making terminology, all actors in the social entity will make sense and give sense together in the construction of social representations.
An important aspect concerning the social entity and the construction of social representations is that social representations have an element of stability (Howarth, 2006) . Thus, representations are not always easily altered or replaced, and if change agents only interact with change recipients when changes are to be implemented, the potential for successful change is most likely not very good. It is therefore important for advocates of change to participate and communicate on a regular basis if they are to be regarded as part of a social group. This is most likely a crucial feature for effective management of meaning if organizations are to achieve what Armenakis et al. (1993) refer to as a readiness for organizational change.
The ego(s)
So far, we have described how the "object" and the "alter" of the ego-alter-object triad can be used in order to understand the concept of resistance to organizational change. We will now turn our attention to how the "ego" can be understood. The individual has two functions for social representations. Firstly, individuals do, of course, construct the representations. This aspect of the ego has been discussed throughout the paper, i.e. the anchoring and objectification of objects in a social context. Secondly, an important feature of SRT is that an individual is a member of several social entities and can therefore have several social representations of the same object. Different contextual factors will govern which representation(s) is/are present in a specific situation. In figure 2 , we integrate the ego with the other aspects of SRT discussed so far.
Insert Figure 2 here
Figure 2 provides an overview of how SRT can be used to understand attitudes to organizational change.
As illustrated in the figure, the basis for an understanding of resistance is the three social representations, i.e. the three three-dimensional triangles. Illustration of a social representation as a triangle, based on ego, alter, and object (Markova, 2000) or subject, subject and object (Jovchelovitch, 2002 ) is common in SRT research. Bauer and Gaskell (1999) developed the so-called "toblerone model" by making the triangle three-dimensional, where time is represented by the third dimension. In our proposed model, however, we use the third dimension to illustrate that an individual can have several representations of the same object. Thus, this dimension should be regarded from the point of view of the ego. Individuals will interact in various social contexts and several different representations of the same object will therefore occur. According to Howarth (2006) , representations are both dialogic and polyphasic. In SRT, the presence of several sometimes contradictory representations is usually referred to as "cognitive polyphasia".
The concept of cognitive polyphasia has received much interest in SRT research. SRT rejects "the notion that cognitive systems habitually develop towards equilibrium, that is towards a state of consistency" and that "judgments are based on representational terms being dominant in one field of personal or group interests while playing a subordinate role in other fields" (Wagner et al., 2000, p. 304) . Thus, the knowledge or belief about a certain object is not a linear process that transforms from one representation to another; instead, different forms of knowledge co-exist (Jovchelovitch, 2002) . In order to understand these viewpoints, it is important to clarify the distinction between Durkheim's concepts "collective and individual representations" and "social representations". Durkheim's collective representations are synonymous with the "reality" and the "actual" conditions and individual representations are the interpretation of this reality. SRT, on the other hand, is a constructionist approach and individuals can have different "realities" depending on the social context (Foster, 2003 , Howarth, 2006 . Thus, we create the (socially constructed) reality in our interactions; the interactions will eventually result in social representations and these representations will govern our behavior, attitudes, and actions (Moscovici, 2008) . We can use the concept of "organization" to illustrate cognitive polyphasia in action. The distinction between the formal and informal organization (Argyris, 1977 ) is common in organizational theory. These representations co-exist among most members of an organization and -as for all representations -the representations will govern behaviors and conducts.
The representations of the various organizational elements can be conflicting: for example, regarding formal and informal leaders, formal and informal communication channels, and so on. Which representation will be present at any given time depends on different contextual factors.
Regarding the representation of the pre-change situation, these social representations are most likely quite established and will be the representations to which the new ideas (i.e. the change process and the post-change situation) are anchored. However, when individuals begin the sense-making process regarding the new objects, they will co-construct and objectify the new concepts, based on existing representations (anchoring) and on communication concerning the new objects. This is a dynamic process and, in the course of time -when new concepts are objectified -existing representations (for example, regarding the pre-change situation) can be re-represented and altered. Consequently, new representations will emerge and previous representations will be altered. However, many SRT scholars (e.g. Howarth, 2006 , Wagner et al., 2000 argue that social representations are rarely completely abandoned. Instead, social representations can be present to a greater or lesser degree. For example, the attitude to the change will be discussed in various social contexts, within as well as outside the organization. In the context of the social entity of the family, the interaction will, of course, differ from the interaction in the natural social groups with other members of the organization; interaction with agents of change will differ from interaction with those who are skeptical of change, etc. Thus, the social representations that are present in a given situation can differ substantially between different social entities.
Let us return to the example in which an organization intends to implement TQM-philosophy by focusing on the social representations of a middle manager (ego). Let us assume that most employees (alter) are reluctant to implement TQM. In order for top management (alter) to secure acceptance for the change, it is important to communicate the benefits of the change to the employees. This is usually done by middle managers who, in this case, can be regarded as advocates of change. During the implementation process the middle manager interacts in two parallel social settings: communication with subordinates and communication with top management. Initially, the middle manager is informed about the benefits of TQM by top management and is, in our example, positive to the change. However, over time the middle manager can re-construct her/his perception of the change due to increased communication with co-workers (resulting from the representation of the objects, i.e. the change process and the pre-and post-change conditions). Thus, when co-constructing perceptions of TQM, it is uncertain whether the middle manager will influence co-workers or vice versa. Let us assume that the middle manager is influenced by co-workers and becomes more negative toward TQM. As a result, during the change process, she/he is likely to have a positive attitude toward TQM when interacting with top management and a negative one when communicating with co-workers. This is an example of cognitive polyphasia and illustrates the usefulness and dynamics of an SRT approach when analyzing attitudes toward change. Although the behavioral school of thought (Simon, 1957; Cyert & March, 1963) argues that organizations consist of individuals with various goals and attitudes that must be taken into consideration, SRT helps us to understand how these attitudes are co-and re-constructed. Thus SRT constitutes a conceptual framework that explains how representations are developed and changed at a collective as well as at an individual level. It also goes beyond the sense-making/sense-giving approach of sense-making theory by acknowledging that all actors within an organization are likely to influence each other and consequently co-construct their representations in various social settings.
This discussion has illustrated the complexity of resistance and how different social representations are likely to influence the attitude to organizational change, sometimes in different directions, due to cognitive polyphasia. Thus, in order to manage how individuals and groups co-construct meaning, we have to untangle and deconstruct the elements that will influence the attitude to change.
Conclusions
In this article, we have described how SRT can be used to understand resistance to organizational change. A key conclusion of our study is that if the social representations of the pre-change and postchange situations and the change process differ considerably between individuals and groups within the organization, resistance will be more likely to occur. This notion is neither new nor controversial and the object dimension of the proposed model (i.e. figure 1) has been identified and discussed in numerous studies. For example, concepts such as expectations and opinions of the current situation were thoroughly discussed by Simon (1957) . However, in contrast to the behavioral school of thought or sense-making theory, SRT can provide a more dynamic conceptual framework for understanding how attitudes toward change can shift and co-exist, even at individual level, by taking various social settings and the co-construction element into consideration. To achieve less diversified social representations within an organization is a highly complex task, however. Due to the fact that individuals can have numerous different representations of the same object, one can imagine the complexity of dealing and areas to be examined in future studies. SRT can provide a solid theoretical foundation and reliable methodologies for deciding how best to examine such areas.
